
Plan Elements

C. Residential Neighborhoods and
Housing

Strengthen the quality of existing residential areas andprovide
opportunities and incentives for market rate housing.

Columbia City housing development is lagging far behind Seattle’s
Comprehensive Plan housing growth projections. Only 11% of the
20 Year growth estimate, or 5 units of housing a year, have been
added since 1994. Without (1) changes in zoriing, (2) addition of
new tools to stimulate development, and (3) demonstration of
successful market rate multifamily housing development, new
multifamily housing development is likely to be nearly nonexistent
in the foreseeable future. This plan recommends a set of integrated
strategies, meant to stimulate new multifamily housing develop-
ments which are assets to the community, and which support the
revitalization and strengthening of commercial centers. Existing
single-family housing is the heart and soul of the Columbia City
planning area and must be protected and improved. This plan also
recommends strategies which would accomplish this goal.

Background
Many studies have been done about existing conditions in this
planning area. New demographic and market analyses were not
conducted to prepare this plan. There was a feeling in the
community that the area had been “studied to death” and now was
the time to move to activities that would have visible results in the
community. However, several key facts about the area provide the
context for the housing recommendations which are made in this
plan.
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Forecasts of population, household, and housing unit growth
for the next 20 years made by the City of Seattle indicate that
the area is expected to experience growth at rates lower than
rates of growth expected for the city as a whole.

The numbers of households and housing units are expected
to grow by just 5 percent over the two-decade period,
compared to a 15 percent increase citywide.

The Comp Plan estimates that 740 households will be added
to this planning area in 20 years, a growth of about 37 units a
year. However, since 1994, when the Comp Plan was
adopted, only 5 units a year have been added. This is 11
percent of the growth estimate. :
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Figure 32: Existing Housing in
Columbia City
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Figure 33: New Single-Family
Residences Near MM

Figure 34: Existing Multifamily
Development In Columbia City

Average rents are $551 in large buildings and $619 in small
buildings for two-bedroom, one-bath units. (Spring 1998)
These rents are well below those found in other urban
villages. For example, the same units in the Central Area
rent for $879 and $696. The rents are not high enough to
attract new development or cause reinvestment in older
buildings.

Vacancy rates have fallen significantly to 0.6 percent. This
area has historically had the highest vacancy rates in the city.

A high percent of existing rental units are directly or
indirectly subsidized: 5 1 percent.

While new development is occurring in the form of single-
family infill  development, long-term abandonment of single-
family housing is also occurring, especially in the area
between Rainier Avenue and Martin Luther King Jr. Way.

There has been no significant market rate multifamily
housing built on Rainier Avenue or Martin Luther King Jr.
Way since the 1960s.

Much of the property that could be utilized for new housing
development is zoned for commercial use. Much of the
property is occupied by blighted, vacant, or underutilized
commercial uses.

Infrastructure, streets, sidewalks, alleys, and street trees are
substandard.

These conditions suggest that if active intervention in the basic
zoning and market conditions that exist in the Rainier Valley do
not occur as suggested in this plan, very little significant housing
development will occur.

Existing Resources
This planning area is fortunate to have a number of neighborhood-
based volunteer and not-for-profit organizations that work to
provide services to the area and to assist in community vitalization
and safety.

Three organizations are especially influential in housing activities
and can play a.very important role in future housing approaches:
Southeast Effective Development (SEED), HomeSight, and Seattle
Housing Authority. Each is a not-for-profit organization with a
well-defined mission, success in housing development, and a
strong role and presence in the community.
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Implementation Strategy
Zoning will have to be altered to allow housing outright along
the MLK and Rainier corridors if housing is to develop.
Multifamily housing development is not occurring in the
planning area. The only places where significant land is
available for development of multifamily housing are located
along the commercially zoned Rainier Avenue and Martin
Luther King Jr. Way corridors.

The bulk of the zoning on these corridors is either Neighbor-
hood Commercial (NC) or Commercial (C). The purpose of
“NC” zones is to create pedestrian-oriented shopping districts.
The purpose of “C” zones is to create auto-oriented commercial
areas that allow a broad range of uses, including auto retail sales
and services, fast food restaurants, and mini warehouses.
Residential buildings are allowed only as a conditional use or as
part of a mixed-use development in both zones. The current
zoning has resulted,in  underutilized auto-oriented commercial
strips along Rainier and MLK. Some of the current commercial
activities are incompatible with residential development, uses
such as auto repair shops, manufacturing, and fast food
restaurants.

Several areas where the land use is predominantly single-family
are zoned for multifamily uses, This zoning frequently causes
disinvestment in single-family homes and possible demolition of
single-family homes for multifamily structures. The single-
family neighborhoods that are part of the planning area need to
be protected and stabilized. Areas that are “over-zoned” need to
be downzoned to discourage redevelopment of single-family
homes.

The plan suggests 23 specific zoning and regulatory changes
necessary to make the area more friendly to housing development
while preserving neighborhood objectives to support existing
commercial centers and to have new housing be safe, attractive,
and highly livable.

A capital improvement plan for the existing single-family
neighborhood should be developed in conjunction with home
ownership zone strategies for new housing and preservation of
existing housing. Many streets within the low- and moderate-
income single-family areas of Columbia City are in poor repair.
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. Figure 35: One of the Many
Neighborhood Streets Without Basic

Infrastructure Improvements

Figure 36: 32nd Avenue S. With
New Curbs, Gutters, Planting Strips,

and Street Trees
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figure 38: Example of Mixed-
Use Development Appropriate
for Corridors

Figure 37: Single-Purpose
Residential Development
Appropriate for Corridors

Sidewalks, curbs, and gutters do not exist or are deteriorated.
Alleys are not paved or are in poor repair. Neighborhood residents
do not have the resources to make improvements through local
improvement districts. City investment in infrastructure would
contribute to the appearance, longevity, and stability of the area
and could help attract new infill  development.

The street and other infrastructure improvements described in
this plan for Rainier Avenue and Martin Luther King Jr. Way are
also important in drawing new housing development to these
corridors.

Zoning changes alone may not attract new market rate
development to the planning area. Other incentives will be
needed, at least initially, to entice developers to build the
attractive, market rate housing the neighborhood desires.
Incentives and subsidies must be used carefully to create
market rate, mixed-income, mutual housing, and home owner-
ship. The neighborhood continues to feel undue impacts from
concentration of subsidized housing and from a concentration
of rent subsidy certificates. Another negative housing impact
identified by the community is the very large and dense
apartment buildings along Rainier Avenue and Martin Luther
King Jr. Way, which have been poorly maintained. These
buildings make the community fearful of the impacts of new
residential development, even when development is desired.
Programs that respect this history and context, but encourage
new housing and protect and preserve existing housing, are
needed.

Housing success stories are badly needed in the Rainier corridor
to build a new vision of a marketplace for modem, safe,
attractive places for people to live. Homeownership projects are
a high priority, but rental housing is also needed
and encouraged. Several projects are on the drawing board:
HomeSight’s Noji Gardens, a homeownership project, and
rental housing at SEED’s Rainier VaIley Square II. In addition
to these projects, the development of successful new rental or
ownership housing on Rainier and MLK, within the planning
area, is important. At least three development projects should
be built: one on Martin Luther King Jr. Way, one in or near
Columbia City, and one in Hillman City. This activity would
enliven and revitalize these areas and demonstrate the look and
marketability of new housing.

Columbia City/Hiliman  City/Cenesee  Neighborhood Plan 39



Plan Elements

Top Priority Housing and Residential Neighborhood
Actions

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Make zoning changes to encourage the development of
quality multifamily housing along the corridors and
preserve existing single family residential areas.

Provide street, sidewalk, street tree and alley improvements
to strengthen existing single-family neighborhoods.

Develop a land banking and market rate and mixed-income
housing development program.

Establish a neighborhood revitalization area which allows
flexible use of federal funds for specific and achievable
community revitalization objectives.

Support the activities of the Home Ownership Zone
proposed by HomeSight  and established by City
Resolution.
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D. Integrated Transportation System
Optimize opportunities to make Sound Transit s rail line a positive
community asset.

The development of Sound Transit’s light rail transit system into
Southeastern Seattle will likely be the single most important
planning event for the area in the next several decades. Sound
Transit’s decision of which LRT alignment and station location to
choose will likely have far reaching impacts on the direction of
future development within the Columbia City/Genesee/Hillman
City planning area. Coordination with Sound Transit on the
utilization of their route/station selection criteria will be critical to
ensure that the goals of the community are being considered in the
selection of the LRT route and station location. Columbia City
represents the only historic/traditional neighborhood center
considered as a possible station location along the light rail route
south of the International District. The Columbia City station-37*
Avenue tunnel route has been recommended by the Planning
Committee not only for its unique pedestrian qualities, but also due
to its limited transportation impacts, significant community
development opportunities, its centralized location, and ability to
efficiently serve riders. Despite the Columbia City station . .
recommendation, the community must prepare mitigation measures
and recommendations for each of the LRT proposals since the
community recommendation by itself will not guarantee the
ultimate route selection. There are a number of transportation
strategies that exist regardless of the LRT route and station
location. The highest community priorities include enhancing
north-south bicycle access, retaining existing mobility standards
along MLK Jr. Way S., developing a bus loop system providing
residential areas efficient access to the LRT station, providing a
stronger link between Rainier Vista and Columbia City’s business
district, improving bus service and facilities, and enhancing
pedestrian safety.

Background and Problems
The Rainier Valley communities continually provide King
County/Metro with the highest ridership numbers in the system.
With a significant number of buses and increasing automobile
traffic on the limited number of through north/south routes, traffic
congestion is a growing concern among the valley neighborhoods.
Sound Transit’s Light Rail Transit proposal, therefore, offers a
major opportunity to improve the area’s accessibility.

42
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Figure 40: Columbia City Area Light
Rail Alternatives

9ali’frpLdoc - 02l24199



Figure 4 1: Improving
pedestrian access and safety is
a high priority.

Currently, there are four alignment options within the planning
area being considered by Sound Transit. Two of these utilize
Martin Luther King Junior Way South; an at-grade alignment and
an above-grade alignment. Both would be in the center of the
street and utilize transit stations at the S. Alaska Street intersection.
Both of the other alternatives run along the west side of Rainier
Avenue through the Genesee  area at-grade. One option turns
westward, at-grade, at Alaska towards MLK, then south (referred
to as the “S” curve route). The other route begins to submerge just
prior to Alaska Street and continue southward in a tunnel under
37* Avenue until daylighting just prior to MLK. The “S” curve
route has several transit station alternatives, including possible
locations at MLWHudson Street, Rainier/Genesee,  and
Rainier/Charlestown.  The 37* Avenue tunnel route’s station
would be at S. Edmunds Street and 3 7* Avenue S. A Charlestown
Street station is also possible in addition to the Columbia City
station.

A number of other transportation issues and concerns were
identified during the planning process. Among these are pedestrian
access and safety. Parents are concerned about school children
crossing MLK or Rainier, which have inadequate crosswalks.
Columbia City residents complain about the extended waiting time
at the traffic signals waiting to cross Rainier Avenue. Bicycle
safety is a glaring problem. The flattest and most direct routes in
the area, MLK and Rainier, are also two of the most dangerous
streets to ride on in the entire city. Both streets have little or
nonexistent shoulders and heavy traffic which includes numerous
trucks and buses. Speeding on MLK and within residential areas is
also a concern. Additional transit related concerns involve the lack
of east-west bus routes and improving bus stop facilities.

Top Priority Transportation Actions
1. Develop 37” Avenue Tunnel Route with Edmunds/37* Ave.

transit station to provide a centralized transit station and limit
negative trafIic and noise impacts.

2. Provide bicycle facilities on MLK or Rainier in conjunction
with light rail.

3. Develop a bus loop feeder system providing neighborhoods
with efficient  access to transit.

4. Conduct a comprehensive transportation analysis of all major
north-south transportation corridors within the influence area in
conjunction with light rail.
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5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Provide Rainier Vista residents with strong links to the new
light rail station.

Minimize construction impacts associated with the light rail
line.

Create residential parking zones (RPZ) in residential
neighborhoods adjacent to light rail stations.

Improve east-west transit service.

Improve bus stops, particularly those that function as transfer
stations.

Improve bicycle access on S. Alaska Street (west of Rainier)
and S. Columbian Way up to Beacon Hill.

.--

Conduct  a detailed  bansportation
analysis  of Rainier  and  MLK in
conjunciion  with  Light  Rail

oordinate  with  Sound  Transit
to provide  bicycle  facilities

on Rainier  or MLK
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Figure 42: Transportation Strategies

Seward
Park
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Station Area Plans
Despite the strong recommendations for the underground transit
station and the subsequent 37’ Avenue light rail alignment, three
additional alignment alternatives existed during the Phase II
planning process, and thus, were acknowledged by the community
as true possibilities. The Columbia City /Hillman City/Genesee
Planning Committee conducted the Light Rail Transit Public
Forum on July 30, 1998, to discuss problems and opportunities
associated with each of these alternatives. Groups also discussed
how well each of the alternatives rate against specific criteria
developed by the Planning Committee, such as potential housing
impacts or pedestrian connections. While this plan does not make
specific zoning recommendations (with the exception of the
underground Columbia City station) involving the development of
transit stations, schematic plans for each of the station areas were
created. (See Figures I7, 2.5, 43, 44, 45, 46, and 47.) Should a
station be constructed within the MLK corridor or at Genesee  or
Charlestown, specific zoning recommendations should be made in
conjunction with the detailed station area planning process. The
goals, policies, and strategies of this plan should be utilized in the
station area planning decision making process.

The schematic plans on the following five pages were prepared for
the neighborhood’s light rail forum conducted in July. These plans
highlight problems, opportunities, and mitigation measures
associated with each of the applicable light rail alternatives. They
helped to facilitate discussions on how well each plan met the
siting and design criteria developed by the Planning Committee.
Detailed strategies for individual station area alternatives are listed
in the “Implementation Activities” chapter beginning on page 76.

Columbia City/Hiliman  City/Genesee  Neighborhood Plan 45



Plan Elements

“L,, u <
\k\‘~ ;‘,

l.O3=5,5Trn  ;
\\

frtpa:
%kwrGeecn+  ‘ CMHuyrl

Figure 43: Schematic Plan for the Genesee  Light Rail Station
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Figure 44: Schema tic Plan for the Columbia City Underground Transit Station
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Figure 45: Schematic Plan for the MLK-Alaska Light Rail Station
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MLK At-Grade Transit Station:
Station Area Redevelopment Opportunities

This sketch illustrates some general redevelopment
opportunities that might occur over the next several years It
is not intended to illustrate specific development proposals.
The size and location of redevelopment projects may vary
considerably. Timing of the projects will depend on market
demand. The drawing is intended to help public participants
visualize the way Sound Transit’s light rail transit system
could integrate with community goals.
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figure 46: Station Area Redevelopment Opportunities at MLWAlaska
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Figure 47: Schematic Plan for the MLK/Edmunds Light Rail Station
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Figure 48: Streetscape
Improvements are Needed
Along MLK

E. Martin Luther King junior Corridor
Improve the appearance of the MLK corridor while retaining its
function as an efJicient  transportation corridor.

Martin Luther King Junior Way was originally designed to serve as
an efficient high speed transportation corridor providing alternative
north-south access to Rainier Avenue. To this day, MLK retains this
valuable function. However, efforts to mitigate the negative impacts
the heavy traffic has on adjacent property and pedestrian activity,
have largely been insufficient. Moreover, the continued emphasis of
commercial zoning along the MLK corridor, particularly south of
Rainier Vista, has had a deleterious effect on the visual quality of the
corridor. The overall consequence has been a general pattern of
disinvestment and lack of property maintenance. The plan
recommends activities that improve the appearance of the corridor,
increase pedestrian safety while maintaining traffic capacity, and
encourage new or redevelopment of vacant or blighted properties.

Implementation Strategy
Enhancing pedestrian access and improving the MLK streetscape
are the highest priorities for strengthening the corridor. A unified
streetscape design should be created to create a continuous,
attractive, and safe route. This should include improved sidewalks,
new street trees, marked crosswalks, and improved lighting. In
light of Sound Transit’s light rail proposals, conducting a detailed
analysis of MLK and Rainier is essential for ensuring that good
standards of mobility are retained within the corridor.

Recommended zoning revisions emphasize strengthening the
existing pattern of residential uses and commercial nodes. This
plan does not include specific zoning recommendations involving
the development of a light rail station on Martin Luther King
Junior Way S. Should a station be constructed within the MLK
corridor, specific zoning recommendations should be made in
conjunction with the detailed station area planning process.

The plan recommends integrated strategies to stimulate both the
construction of new multifamily developments and the rehabilita-
tion of existing residential uses (see Residential Neighborhoods and
Housing, page 36). Additionally, the plan recommends measures to
protect and enhance the greenbelt along the eastern edge of Beacon
Hill as a valuable community asset. This includes developing a
pathway or stairclimb from the 30” AvenueiMountainview Drive in
Beacon Hill down towards !MLK, near Angeline Street.
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Top Martin Luther King Junior Corridor Actions

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Install pedestrian-activated signals along MLK at Edmunds (or
Ferdinand) and Dawson and at Rainier Vista, north of
Columbian Way to improve safety.

Enhance Martin Luther King Junior Way streetscape to improve
the appearance and image of the corridor.

Make zoning changes to encourage new multifamily
construction, stabilize existing residential areas, and strengthen
commercial nodes.

Support the redevelopment of the Rainier Vista public housing
garden community.

Provide decorative gateway features along MLK to direct
travelers to Columbia City’s historic business district.

I
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Figure 49: Proposed Zoning Changes Along the MLK Corridor
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Figure 50: Martin Luther King Jr. Way Corridor Improvement3
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F. Public Safety and Community
Livability

Stabilize and enhance the Columbia City area as a safe and clean
neighborhood in which to live, work, and recreate.

Three attributes are critical in improving the area’s livability. They
include enhancing the area’s physical attractiveness, improving
standards of law and code enforcement, and strengthening
community identity and pride related programs and activities.

Backgrixmd
The historical perception that the entire Rainier Valley is an unsafe
place to be has been a major impediment in instilling community
pride and attracting private investment in the Columbia
City/Genesee/Hillman City area. As a result of decades of higher
than average crime rates, including gang and drug related violence
that have occurred throughout the whole valley, the image and
livability of the planning area has suffered. While a number of
recent achievements by local groups such as the Southeast Crime
Prevention Council and local merchants groups have indicated
progress, the negative image persists.

While vacant, overgrown, and littered lots, abandoned cars, and
security bars on business windows persist and further contribute to
this negative image, recent development projects and trends
provide reason for optimism. Streetscape improvements in
addition to the success of local arts and cultural programs and
community events have’helped  reinvigorate historic Columbia
City. The success of new developments such as Rainier Valley
Square in Genesee’s business district have caused reason to
support the continued economic development strategies of
Southeast Effective Development (SEED).

The Southeast Seattle Arts Council has been responsible for
several neighborhood improvement projects, such as the new mural
on the Darigold building. The Comp Plan denotes the need for an
additional 1.25 to 2.5 acres of small parksites or P-patches within
the planning area. Lack of facilities for toddlers has been
referenced throughout the planning process, as has the need to
control the placement of new social services and to improve
security lighting near schools, parks, public facilities, parking lots,
and alleys.
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Figure 51: Dilapidated and vacant

buildings contribute to negative
perceptions of the area.

Figure 52: Murals, such as this new
one on the side of the Darigold

facility, add character and pride to
the neighborhood.
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Implementation Strategy
The improvement in standards of law and code enforcement is
necessary to maintain a sense of order in the neighborhood.
Restoring and expanding community based policing, therefore, is a
high priority goal in maintaining order and improving the image of
the area, as are activities to rid the neighborhood of abandoned cars
and weed and litter choked lots.

Identifying and prioritizing physical improvements such as the
improvement of the Columbia Green, planting more street trees,
and constructing curbs, gutters, and sidewalks on residential streets
are very important to stabilize and enhance the community. The
plan supports the continued activities and efforts of the Southeast
Seattle Arts Council and the development of a “Toddler” gym.

Top Public Safety and Community Livability Actions

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Aggressively enforce property maintenance and nuisance codes
to maintain order in the neighborhood.

Ensure that the South Precinct funding keeps pace with
population growth and changes in crime statistics to ensure
adequate police protection.

Restore and expand community-based policing with a visible
presence via foot patrol and bicycle patrol, particularly in the
commercial core areas.

Support the efforts of the Southeast Seattle Arts Council
(SESAC) in adding murals, sculptures, and other visual art that
contribute to the community.

Improve security lighting around schools, parks, public
facilities, parking lots, and alleys to increase safety. Such
security lighting, however, should be consistent with the
character of the area and sensitive to adjacent residents.
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